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Abstract

Detroit identifies that the structure
created by people is pervious to destruction
through time and nature. How then can the cur-
rent built environment be rethought in prepara-
tion for Mother Nature’s demise?

The present issue is that the built struc-
ture ultimately depreciates over time through
lack of maintenance. A world that is created by
people is in constant battle with the world that
seeks to destroy it. Detroit is an example of how
people play the essential role in society and its
structure. At the time when Detroit battled
political and social animosity, many moved out
of the city confines. As a result the population
dropped dramatically over the next couple de-
cades.

Concurrently, as the community which
built the neighborhoods almost became nonex-
istent, the infrastructure fell immediately to dis-
repair. With nature having the ultimate upper
hand, the built environment has only one last
human interaction; the wrecking ball. The land
where structure and its people once flourished
as a vibrant community, returns to the natural
state as it was before people, as if it never had
existed.

Structure is the result of society and
its people. If people achieve to have ultimate
control over structure within a society, can the
structure be rethought to live, flourish, and ap-
preciate through time even after people are
gone, knowing that it will not last forever? Can
a building seek to go beyond becoming “green”
and be self sufficient to the point where human
interaction is irrelevant?

What if society depended on nature

rather than its people? What if people used na-
ture once again to survive? If ultimate control by
people is not achieved, can a society change the
standards of living and return to a more primi-
tive form of life? Or can the realm of the built
world that we know, coexist and ADAPT to realize
our structural ruins as opportunities rather than
misfortunes? The answer goes deeper than time
itself. The human race evolved through nature,
what happens now when people act as if they
can take control nature itself.

An underlying interest has been rising in
the last few years in parts of the world where
people have left, especially in Detroit. People
mainly young artists and entrepreneurs have
been reclaiming abandoned parts of these cit-
ies. Cities are always reinventing themselves.
Ancient worlds such as the Roman and Mayan
societies have fallen, some have revived to cre-
ate new, vibrant communities; while some have
fallen untouched, forgotten.

My intention is to rethink our existing
cities, to move a step forward and adapt with na-
ture knowing buildings and their societies won't
last forever. The permanence of a city remains a
piece in time, almost as a photograph. Detroit’s
urban plan has changed drastically over time;
intentionally as well as unintentionally. Many
ideas of a successful city are to return to the
nostalgic days of the early 20th century. How-
ever my goal is to see the city at the forefront of
a transition, to remember the past, to embrace
the natural, and to utilize both by adapting and
creating a new, resilient Detroit.
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Introduction

There has been a drastic change in the
urban landscape for most rust belt cities that dot
much of the Midwest. These cities have and still
are experiencing major fluctuations in popula-
tion from their inner cores to their Metropoli-
tan. In some cases up to almost 50 percent of
the population have left behind their homes and
memories. This shift can be related to many dif-
ferent factors such as the political, economical,
and social barriers which urban environments
experience. The visible result of this decline has
been most apparent in the abandoned housing
stock within the inner city limits. So what be-
comes of all this unused and wasted space?

The intention of this thesis project is to
identify and highlight those abandoned spaces.
The goal is to repurpose, reprogram, and con-
nect these blighted areas. It will be a cultural
change in recognizing the opportunity in vacant
buildings, rather than a misfortune. The goal is
to take a landscape urbanism approach by re-
specting the past layers of the city and move for-
ward through those traces to create new, viable
environments. The intention of the project is to
choose specific neglected and dangerous houses
and rethink their use; this will lead to a process
that tests the ideas conceptualized in the thesis
and can be proven through their results. The
most appropriate city to test a thesis of this mag-
nitude would be Detroit, Michigan.

Detroit is an alluring monument of
post industrial decay. The glamorous city trans-
formed into a residual testament of apocalypse.
It has transformed from a city of over 1.8 million

to 951,270 people from the years 1950 through
2000 (U.S. Census Bureau). Detroit’s wealth and
glamour were dependent on industrialization
and modernity.

The mass production of automobiles, in
time, would become a major factor in the de-
mise of power and capitalism that Detroit once
represented. The irony is that there is a certain
dichotomy embedded into the roots of Detroit,
where the machine that created the city, dis-
mantled the city piece by piece. Now, the chal-
lenge is to envision these dismantled spaces as
an asset to Detroit, rather than a further liability
to its neighborhoods and communities.

The city had land for growth. Workers
on the assembly lines had the resources to start
their own dream; a dream of their own house,
backyard, garage, and most of all, their own au-
tomobile. This was what was so unique about
Detroit. All other cities of the time stayed clus-
tered into boroughs, while Detroiters moved far-
ther and farther away from the downtown cor-
ridor because of the flexibility and convenience
that its infrastructure offered. Soon tram lines,
trains, and other forms of mass transit began to
go dormant in lieu of the automobile. Express-
ways acted like veins that brought people to and
from the city.

Neighborhoods such as Detroit’s east
side began to fall victim to abandonment and
the evolutionary regression of nature; waiting
for a return to the former grandeur it once knew.
The goal is not to return Detroit to “how it used
to be”, but in fact, how it will move forward in
the next century.



Now Detroit is left with endless, vast
open spaces and an abundance of vacant homes.
Detroit has the existing infrastructure and po-
tential to become one of the greenest and most
radically viable cities in the world.

Through innovative approaches, the
intention of this thesis project is how to asses
these issues associated with abandoned struc-
tures; at the same time supporting Detroit in
becoming the precedent by creating new, viable
solutions for other cities facing a decline in pop-
ulation.

research thesis

site

| development explorations



A City Without People

The initial ideas for this thesis began
with the realistic thought of “The World Without
Us” by Alan Weisman. The notions portrayed
in his book, are of an apocalyptic environment
after humans are gone; describing what would
likely happen to occupied spaces once there is
no longer anybody there to maintain them. It
can be argued that some areas in Detroit are ex-
periencing the same thing right now. However, it
does give insight on what is likely to happen to
an urban environment if these current issues of
vacant spaces are not solved.

With nature having the ultimate upper
hand, buildings have only one last solution; the
wrecking ball. This occurrence is accelerating
the destruction of buildings, which once housed
vibrant communities, and returning it to a natu-
ral state as it was before people, as if it never had
existed. This demolition brings cities into a situ-
ation of disrepair, starting over, forgetting what
was ever created. Fortunately, there are humans
still inhabiting cities such as Detroit. This allows
us the opportunity of attempting to change the
future of our dying cities.




Understood Conditions

The permanence of a city doesn’t last; it
remains a moment in time, a photograph of what
it used to be. Detroit’s urban plan has changed
drastically over time; intentionally as well as un-
intentionally. It is how the site is reused that
shows strength and the ability to adapt within
the constantly evolving city.

James Corner interprets this idea in his
book “Recovering Landscapes” where he de-
scribes how to approach landscapes within the
city. “Itis important to look forward rather than
describe past and current conditions. Landscape
is not given but made and remade; it is an inheri-
tance that demands to be recovered, cultivated,
and projected toward new ends.” (Corner, 1999:

pg. 12)

Corner also suggests that “reclaiming of
sites might be measured in three ways: first in
terms of the retrieval of memory and the cultur-
al enrichment of place and time; second in terms
of social program and utility, as new uses and ac-
tivities are developed; and third in terms of eco-
logical diversification and succession”. (Corner,
1999: pg. 13)

The intentions of this project are to in-
clude all of the criteria of the environment, and
by taking an approach to urban landscape, as
James Corner would. The goals are as follows:
First, to consider the past and present as an inte-
gral component to understand what is planned
for the future. Second, it is important to identify
what will become of the site or what the pro-
posed function is; for which it will become an as-

set to the city. And third, to develop an outcome
that is flexible enough to withstand current and
future conditions while at the same time allow-
ing change.

The landscape urbanism approach
will establish the parameters and help guide
this project. These ideas in theory will be
tested on a particular site which was chosen
on Detroit’s east side, located just south of
the city of Hamtramck. The neighborhood is
bordered by Warren Ave. to the north, For-
est Ave to the south, Moran St. to the east,
and McDougall to the west. The rationale
for why the site was chosen is because of the
existence current occupancies embodied by
the forgotten, lost remnants of what it used
to be.

There is a strong sense of survival in
this neighborhood. Residents in this particu-
lar area actually maintain the exterior look
of nearby vacant houses; this smoke and
mirror approach is used to keep unwanted,
negative attention from disturbing their
neighborhood. This illusion gives testimony
to the desire to preserve their streets. This
is evidence enough to prove that rethinking
vacant homes will be beneficial to the com-
munity, as well as becoming a catalyst for fu-
ture projects around the city of Detroit.

thesis



Assets and Liabilities

By identifying and working upon the ex-
isting layers of the city, it creates a solution with
diversity and depth. Currently, Detroit has ex-
tensive layers of streets and alleyways from the
original Cartesian road system which is still in
use today. However, there is also evidence of the
very Non-Cartesian, naturally made pathways
that are extensively interwoven and link destina-
tions between the vacant spaces.

Detroit east side has many assets, most
of which are argued to be liabilities; but for
purpose of this thesis, they will be identified as
assets. On Detroit’s east side, some neighbor-
hoods have 50 percent or more vacant lots, and
anywhere from 17 to 60 percent of vacant hous-
es. (Data Driven Detroit) In some cases these
areas within the city have more open space than
the suburban areas around them.

As the vacant homes stand testament
to the elements and time, they rapidly succumb
to a state of disrepair and threaten the safety of
neighborhoods. Once they pose danger, it has
been a recent goal of Detroit’s City Council to
tear these buildings down. Just as fast as they
were left to become abandoned, they are gone
overnight giving way to yet another visibly inde-
cent empty lot.

The main concerns and liabilities for De-
troit have always been crime and abandonment.
This thesis project is aimed at solving not only
these current issues of safety but also by pro-
tecting the neighborhood and highlighting these
areas, rather than leaving them as they are. If

left unattended they are likely to develop into a
“hot spot” for illegal activity due to their lack of
attention.

There are many other factors that need
to be considered; such as the economical and
environmental components that create a strong
and workable city. By giving these neighbor-
hoods new public amenities and attracting atten-
tion to forgotten areas, these issues are usually
solved because of the positive influence associ-
ated with public use. Empty lots give elasticity
to environments, constraints are not as strong,
and possibilities to create something new are
endless. This flexibility offers endless options to
test a theory which hasn’t been conventional or
done before.

It is also important to respect the exist-
ing conditions; such as homes still being occu-
pied, which in many cases are obviously pres-
ent. In some areas on Detroit’s east side, there
remains one or two houses on a block; a block
made up of about twenty lots. The interesting
thing is that people still live in these homes and
have no intentions of moving out.



The Data

Currently property values in Detroit,
as well as in many other Midwest cities, are
very low; and in some cases you can buy a
house or lot in Detroit for next to nothing.
Property values are primarily dependent
on the surrounding area. These values vary
depending on the visible and physical condi-
tions nearby as well as the convenience of
mobility.

Research conducted in 2006, by Su-
san M. Wachter and Kevin C. Gillen from
The Wharton School at The University of
Pennsylvania, show impacts on Philadelphia
property value when located next to certain
variables.

Values of homes dropped 20 percent
when adjacent to a vacant lot. However,
if that same vacant lot was stabilized and
greened then values went up 17 percent in
value. Also, improvements to streetscapes
raised property value by 28 percent.
(Wachter & Gillen, 2006: pg. 10, Appendix)

This data proves that creating pub-
lic green spaces positively affect neighbor-
hoods. By establishing green, sustainable
areas, the liabilities within a city such as
crime and abandonment can be undoubt-
edly reduced. The irony is that the spaces
actually causing most of the problems are in
fact the solution to fix those same problems.

By linking dilapidated spaces on De-
troit’s east side and by plugging them into a
larger scale greenway system, it will create
higher property values due to added mobility
within neighborhoods. This will be achieved by
implementing non motorized pathways cen-
trally within the core of deteriorated neighbor-
hoods. “Because planners cannot control where
vacancy and abandonment occur, a shrinking
city needs a green infrastructure plan to con-
nect its green assets and strategically guide
resources and reuse initiatives.” (Schilling &
Logan, 2008: pg. 457)

thesis

Greenways are in full swing in Detroit;
current projects have already been under con-
struction or are in developmental phases. Proj-
ects such as The Detroit Riverfront, Dequindre
Cut, Conner Creek, Midtown Loop, Southwest
Detroit/Dearborn, Lyndon Avenue, Corktown-
Mexicantown, Hamtramck, and Fort Street gre-
enways are well underway. (MTGA) This thesis
project intends to create a new linkage through
the heart of Detroit’s east side passing through
its forgotten neighborhoods.



The Project

The approach this thesis takes is to
identify and test four vacant houses that would
become the focal point of the new proposed
greenway. The existing residential ruins will be
rethought, repurposed, and reprogrammed to
support a shift toward public used space. This
will result in a positive amenity for the city. The
theoretical objective is to start with small scale
proposals which would fit into the large scale
networks. This is the most manageable method
to accomplish the goals and criteria set out by
this project.

The four houses will undergo a process
of dismantling. Each house will be stripped of
materials which are not needed or wouldn’t sur-
vive the outdoor elements; they will be sorted,
recycled and reused in most cases. The struc-
tural systems will be identified and preserved.
The purpose is to retain as much of the usable
structural space as possible. Non load bearing
walls will be removed and spatial layouts will be
altered.

The structural system or skeleton of the
house will support the new repurposed use. The
stable, yet altered, structure will prove benefi-
cial to new theoretical arrangements proposed.
At the same time, costs will be cut from utilizing
what is already there instead of starting com-
pletely over with new construction.

Traditional layouts will be critiqued and
new design concepts will be adopted. In theory,
the chosen houses will become the nodes at
which new paths and links are defined. The rea-

son for choosing a house is because it is a transi-
tory object. A house changes and is atemporary
object.

The end result will be completely dif-
ferent than what a traditional home intends to
be, it will be of a space that extrudes outward
from its core into the public sphere. The four
houses will anchor the proposed greenway as an
integral part of the neighborhood. It will not just
be an element that passes through, but rather a
system that understands the existing layering of
the site and proves flexible to change.

In the article “Object to be Destroyed”
written by Pamela M. Lee, she discusses the work
done by Gordon Matta-Clark. His 1974 project
was to buy a house not for its value, but for the
value of the lot it was on. His work showed the
house as impermanent, but at the same time
identifying the land on which it stands as perma-
nent.

The article states: “It was purchased not
for the sake of the building, a banal thing in a
decrepit neighborhood, but for the value of its
lot. In short, it was an act of real estate specula-
tion dramatized by the fate of the building itself:
the house was to be demolished in a few months
time”. (Lee 2001: pg. 11)

His critique was on the idea of privacy
within a house. He was interested in what hap-
pens to space once it was cut open and made
vulnerable to the public. He questions the pre-
conceptions of a residential environment after
it has been altered or tampered with.



He realizes this through his investiga-
tions that, “It is the structural integrity of the
building, its seeming opacity and totality, that is
read as alienating and divisive; whereas its dis-
section by the artist opens onto the communal
horizon of its audience”. (Lee 2001: pg. 12)

This critiques the purpose of buildings
and of their function; how these changes alter
cites through their transformations. In Matta-
Clark’s project, as well as the ideas instilled in
this thesis project, it theorizes of an alteration
of a temporary structure. The analysis in a shift
from a private entity into a public entity will
prove to be essential. While this thesis propos-
al affects neighborhoods at a micro scale level,
it becomes a catalyst that provokes change on a
macro scale level as well.

| final design development
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The Result

The final project was narrowed down
to two houses. The design implemented was to
connect two separate houses with extrusions of
new architectural elements to connect the spac-
es. This provided minimal construction to create
a larger more unified space.

Those design principles were used to
test the idea that the leftover houses could pro-
vide new use for a much larger, more expansive
system. This creates connections and new pub-
lic spaces out of existing spaces. The two houses
become an architectural approach on what to do
with the empty houses that lie within the green-
way.

The total greenway is 3.5 miles long.
It weaves in and out between the abandoned
properties. As more parcels of land become
forgotten, the greenway expands and grows as
needed. The repurpose and reconstruction of
space is needed for various programs that will
support the community greenway system. The
transformation of the houses happens organical-
ly on a needs basis. The system of reusing vacant
homes will continue through the area providing
new and positive growth for each neighborhood.

This project as well as the research
proves there is a viable, economical, and sustain-
able solution that can be used on Detroit’s east
side. The project intends to theorize and ques-
tion cultural change from within; a change that
seeks to understand the advantages and issues
associated with the abandonment found in de-
clining cities. It is a change of mind set on how

cities should view their ruins. It now offers the
possibility to see vacant spaces as an opportuni-
ty for change, rather than a hazard that restricts
change.

Although this thesis and its ideas are not
complete and have opportunity to develop even
further, the end result proved that these theo-
retical strategies when they were implemented
into real life situations and neighborhoods are
possible. It became a successful conclusion to
demonstrate that these theories are possible
through design process. The goal is to realize
the initiative of positive change within areas
where it is not otherwise considered; and return
neighborhoods back to their cities by rethinking
their ruins.
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Exploration Through Video

The goal was to understand a life cycle of
an urban core at many levels to visually see the
many different aspects of interaction between
the city and its user. It started with investiga-
tions into the busy element of humans occupy-
ing spaces. It then moved on to spaces where
human interaction was almost nonexistent and
forgotten. This exploration was important be-
cause it allowed the movement of space to be
seen in more depth than just a stagnant photo-
graph. It went beyond by highlighting sound and
movement within these two very different envi-

ronments.
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Prypiat, Ukraine has been abandoned
since 1986 due to the Chernobyl nuclear disaster.
The city once had nearly 50,000 residents before
the nuclear accident. It now is completely left
untouched and maintained. For two decades it
has remained a testament to the elements and
time. Nostalgic of what would happen if people
were gone.

These photos represent the result of an
infrastructure without human maintenance.

research
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Centralia, Pennsylvania is an old mining
town. Its population peaked at 2,000 during its
heyday. In 1962 the mines caught on fire and are
still burning today. There are only 7 people living
there as of 2010.

This is a good town to examine because
it has been destructed both by humans and na-
ture. Many of the buildings were torn down af-
ter residents left. However, the infrastructure is
still visible. The natural elements continuously
break down the traces of inhabitancy.

research
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Varosha, Cyprus was a major tourist des-
tination in the 1970’s. the city is located on the
Island of Cyprus. In 1974 after the Turkish inva-
sion of Cyprus the city was closed off for a mili-
tarized zone. People were forced to move out
within three days.

Today it sits untouched by human hands.
It has not been visited for 30 years. Over those
years there had been talks of opening the beach
front city back up to the public. These plans
were never developed and the city sits beyond
repair. It slowly awaits its demise from the natu-
ral forces.

research
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A local architect bought the Hamtramck,
MI house for 3,000 dollars. The structural sys-
tem was stabilized and the house was raised
from the foundation with jacks to appear to be
floating above surrounding houses. This idea of
changing the function of space can be carried
over into rethinking vacant buildings.

research







Firebreak is project done by the DCDC. It
identifies neglected and dangerous abandoned
houses located in Detroit, MI. The houses cov-
ered with various materials to attract positive at-
tention as well as keep people out of it. Itis also
keeping with each community’s identity. The
projects become a collaboration of local design-
ers and residents.

research
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Students from the University of Michi-
gan bought the Detroit house for 500 dollars and
transformed it into their design studio. They
changed the idea of a conventional space, and
critiqued the idea of a house.




UNATTENDED LOT VS. ATTENDED LOT (IN TERMS OF VALUE)
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This chart represents the rise of the industrial era and now the decline of industry and the slow return of natural ele-
ments.



CASE STUDIES:

natural —P=—1 community == abandonment == natural

LINEAR PATH

STANDARD PROJECTS:

natural —3P—1 community == abandonment === natural

redevelop

CYCLICAL PATH

PRECEDENT STUDIES / PROPOSED PROJECT: + > + > adaptation (X)

natural —3—1 community == abandonment p=Pp= natural

PROPOSED PATH



This is a scenario without people. It rep-
resents many of the case studies shown earlier.
It goes linearly from a built environment; un-
touched and returned to a natural form.

The cyclical path represents what is usu-
ally done; the old is replaced with the new. Va-
cant structures are cleared and the land awaits
new development. Usually modular forms re-
place what was once there.

My Proposal is a project that connects
vacant land and houses while respecting the
changing environment nearby by using aban-
donment as an asset rather than liability. The
intention is to weave through pockets of vacant
land without disrupting the already occupied
spaces.

research






The New York High Line started as an
industrial railway. Potential was realized after
nature reclaimed it, and a peaceful tranquility of
the space within the city suggested a greenway.
It is now a popular destination for New York resi-
dents to walk.

| final design

The Dequindre Cut, located in Detroit
Ml, used to be an Industrial, sublevel space in
the heart of the city designated for railcars bring-
ing in raw materials to factories. After years of
abandonment, it became a natural greenway
created by the absence of people. Once again, it
offered opportunity to utilize the space as a pub-
lic entity. The Dequindre cut is now a popular
route to bike from Downtown to the busy East-
ern Market.

research thesis
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The maps show the density loss in
housing stock from 1949 through 2010. It
shows the patterns of movement from the
inner city into the suburbs. The red squares
signify the buildings that remained stable.
This site is located site at Georgia and St.
Cyril Streets. It was the first site that was
examined to test the thesis. However the
vacancy was so vast that it posed a problem
to implement the design concept within a
“blank slate”. The more appropriate site is
one that is made of both abandoned and
occupied spaces coexisting.



SITE 1 - The Urban Prairie

These images are from the first consid-
ered site at Georgia and St. Cryil. Here streets
had become urban prairies. There was no more
human interaction, just nature reclaiming its ter-
ritory. Although this “blank canvas” was beauti-
ful and peaceful, it had too much open space to
really test the ideas in the thesis.
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CRITICAL DETROIT
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SITE 2 - Warren/Forest Corridor

The second site was the most appropri-
ate location. By utilizing Detroit’s east side and
creating a new connecting greenway. The proj-
ect is plugging into an already existing larger
network of greenway systems. There are many
initiatives already going on in the area and it is
important to understand what it existing and
make use of those assets.
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Hands On Explorations

Study models were created to under-
stand the fluidity of landscapes, and how to
preserve them using a landscape urbanism ap-
proach. Landscapes are defined by what is al-
ready there and what opportunity exists for
change. These models were part of the design
process to understand how a greenway could
weave though an existing site such as the one
given.

explorations







Timeline Mapping

thesis

This time line evolved thorough mapping
out Detroit and its roadways, neighborhoods,
and abandoned areas. The use of string and
paint signify areas of utilized areas and forgotten
areas. The orange paint shows areas of interest.
The black paint represents vacant areas, and the
green paint shows areas where the natural ele-

research

ments are visibly taking over the landscape.

| design development explorations site
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Vacant House Study

This was an investigation into the pock-
ets of vacant houses. The string weaves between
these spaces connecting them and highlighting
them. The intention was to create a system or
network of connecting all these areas.
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REGIONAL LEVEL - EXISTING GREEN SPACE CONNECTIONS
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REGIONAL LEVEL - PROPOSED GREENBELT AND CONNECTIONS




development 1 - greenbelt

COMMUNITY LEVEL - FIGURE GROUND MAPPING
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development 1 - typologies
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es along the greenway. They would go through
a process of stabilization and reprogramming of

space.
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development 1 - zoning
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development 2 - plans and sections
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development 2 - detailed axonometric model
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Design Solution for the Two Houses

In the final development of the building,
the two houses were no longer encapsulated by
the new building but instead become their own
entities and functional usable spaces. They be-
come independent, stable, and used. The two
houses shown to the left is a precedent | used
called the Imagination Station, located in De-
troit, MI. This is a process similar to what could
happen to vacant houses along the greenway.

final design
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final development - greenway
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FIGURE GROUND MAP
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PROPOSED LINKAGE

MIDTOWN
LOOP
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final development - art studios
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3D SECTION VIEW
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design - phase 1
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program phase 1:

art studio, gallery, and conference room

program phase 2:

four additional studios, and a children’s amphitheatre

final design
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To my beloved Detroit, may this adventure we are about to begin take us far into a world of new opportunity.






